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CLOTHING  THE  FAMILY 

Home  Sewing  Practices  and  Clothing  Problems 

From  a  Report  of  a  National  Study  of 
Home  Demonstration  Club  Members 

Jewell  G.  Fessenden  and  Alice  Linn 
INTRODUCTION 


Information  in  this  report  is  based  on  a  national  study  made  in  1957* 
Fifteen  states,  110  counties,  and  11,500  white  home  demonstration  members 
participated.  The  sample  was  drawn  to  be  representative  of  white  members  in 
the  United  States.  A  subsample  of  2,250  questionnaires  was  drawn  from  the 
original  number  for  this  report.  There  are  five  other  reports  on  the  study. 
Extension  Service  Circular  520  contains  general  descriptive  information  on 
the  members  and  their  families. 

Titles  of  other  reports  on  this  study  are  listed  at  the  end  of  this 
report . 

Questions  on  clothing  were  designed  to  secure  information  on  (l)  home 
sewing,  (2)  problems  in  clothing  the  family,  and  (3)  information  wanted  on 
family  clothing. 

Analyses  have  been  made  to  show  differences  by  certain  socio-economic 
characteristics  of  the  homemaker.  In  the  analysis  of  variation  by  different 
characteristics,  it  is  recognized  that  more  than  one  factor  may  be  involved 
in  any  cause  and  effect  relationship. 

The  following  findings  will  show  results  as  related  to  single  factors 
only. 


HOME  SEWING 

Seventy-eight  percent  of  all  the  members  said  they  did  home  sewing. 
The  following  tabulations  show  relationships  between  home  sewing  and 
selected  characteristics  of  the  homemaker. 
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Variations  in  percentages  doing  home  sewing  as  related  to  residence  are 
shown  as  follows: 


Place  of  residence  Percent  sewing 

Farm  or  ranch  83 

Rural  nonfarm  7^- 

Urban  77 


Differences  in  percentages  doing  home  sewing  as  related  to  age  are  shown 
below: 

Age  group  Percent  sewing 

29  years  and  under  82 

30  -  39  years  8l 
40  -  49  "  82 
50  -  59  "  77 
■60  years  and  over  73 


The  proportions  doing  home  sewing  as  related  to  educational  level 
follows : 

Education  Percent  sewing 

8  grades  or  less  78 

1-3  years  high  school  78 

4  years  high  school  80 

1-3  years  college  77 

4  years  college  84 


Percentages  doing  home  sewing  as  related  to  ages  of  children  at  home 
follows : 

Ages  of  children  Percent  sewing 

With  no  children  73 

Children  under  5  years  85 

Children  5  -  9     "  82 

Children  10  -  l4   "  83 

Children  15  -  19   "  83 


Many  homemakers  had  children  in  more  than  one  age  group.  No  analysis 
was  made  if  there  were  children  in  only  one  of  the  specified  age  groups. 

The  percentages  doing  home  sewing  by  family  income  are  shown  below: 

Income  levels  Percent  sewing 

Less  $1,500  78 

1,500  -  2,499  84 

2,500  -  3,499  81 

3,500  -  4,999  80 

5,000  -  6,999  77 

7,000  and  over  74 
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The  employment  of  the  member  made  some  difference  in  whether  or  not  she 
did  home  sewing.  The  percentages  follow: 

Employment  status  Percent  sewing 

Not  employed  80 

Part  time  employed  77 

Full  time  employed  73 

Differences  by  home  economics  training  are  shown  in  the  following 
tabulation: 

Home  economics  training  Percent  sewing 

High  school  only  80 

College  only  79 

High  school  and  college  91 

Aclu.lt  education  only  85 

No  home  economics  training  7^ 

Summary  Statement  on  Home  Sewing 

3y  different  socio-economic  characteristics  the  highest  percentages  who 
sew  are  as  follows: 

By  residence:  Those  who  live  on  a  farm  or  ranch. 

By  age:  Those  who  are  under  $0   years  old. 

By  education:  Tnose  with  h   or  more  years  of  college. 

With  or  without  children:    Those  with  children. 

By  income  levels:  Those  in  the  middle  income  groups. 

By  employment:  Those  who  are  not  employed  away  from  home. 

By  home  economics  training:   Those  who  had  training  in  home  economics. 

Garments  Made  by  Those  Who  Sew 

Garment  Percent  making 

Any  dresses  for  self  8l 

Three  or  more  dresses  for  self  5k 

Suits  for  self  13 

Coats  for  self  8 

Any  dresses  for. girls  57 

Dresses  for  girls  under  6  years  30 

Dresses  for  girls  6-12  years  27 

Dresses  for  girls  12  years  and  over  22 

Coats  for  girls  17 

Men's  or  boys'  shirts  27 

Men's  or  boys'  suits  5 

Sleeping  garments  53 
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Making  Three  or  More  Dresses  for  Self 

The  number  of  dresses  they  made  for  themselves  was  selected  for  relating 
to  certain  social  and  economic  characteristics.  Three  or  more  dresses  were 
chosen  as  the  basis  upon  which  to  do  relationships.  This  number  was  chosen 
because  some  research  on  home  sewing  =J   shows  that  about  three  dresses  is 
the  average  number  acquired  per  year.   It  is  not  known  if  this  is  true  of 
home  demonstration  members. 

In  an  analysis  of  the  proportion  of  homemakers  making  three  or  more 
dresses  for  'themselves,  there  were  some  differences  related  to  the  various 
social  and  economic  characteristics  of  the  women. 

A  higher  proportion  of  farm  than  nonfarm  members  made  three  or  more 
dresses  for  themselves. 

A  higher  proportion  of  those  ho    -  59  years  of  age  made  three  or  more 
dresses  for  themselves  than  those  under  and  above  that  age. 

A  higher  proportion  of  those  with  less  than  h   years  of  high  school 
education  made  3  or  more  dresses  for  themselves  than  those  with  k   years  of 
high  school  or  more.  The  lowest  proportion  making  3  °r  more  dresses  for 
themselves  were  those  with  h   or  more  years  of  college  education.  However, 
a  higher  percentage  of  this  latter  group  did  some  home  sewing  than  those  with 
less  education. 

By  family  income  levels,  a  higher  proportion  of  those  who  reported  less 
than  $1, 500  of  net  income  made  3  or  more  dresses  for  themselves  than  those  in 
the  other  income  groups.  A  lower  percentage  of  women  in  this  group  did  some 
home  sewing  than  those  with  more  income. 

A  higher  proportion  of  those  who  worked  part  time  away  from  home  made  3 
or  more  dresses  than  those  who  did  not  work  or  who  worked  full  time.  The 
lowest  proportion  making  3  or  more  dresses  was  in  the  group  working  full  time 
away  from  home. 

A  higher  proportion  who  had  studied  home  economics  in  both  high  school 
and  college  made  3  °r  more  dresses  than  those  who  had  studied  home  economics 
only  in  high  school,  only  in  college,  only  in  adult  education  classes  or  who 
had  no  training  in  home  economics. 


PROBLEMS  IN  CLOTHING  THE  FAMILY 

Do  you  have  problems  in  clothing  your  family?  Twenty-three  percent,  or 
about  one-fourth  of  the  members,  answered  yes  to  this  question. 


1/  Family  Clothing  Inventories  and  Purchases.  Agr.  Inform.  Bui.  No.  lUQ. 
USDA,  Washington,  D.  C. 
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If  a  member  said  she  had  problems,  she  was  asked  to  name  the  problems. 
All  calculation  relative  to  types  of  problems  is  based  on  the  number  who  said 
they  had  problems  and  named  the  problems,  and  not  on  the  total  number  of 
women  in  the  study  sample.  Types  of  problems  named  were  classified  as 
follows : 

Type  of  problem  Person  naming 

Children's  clothing  27  i/ 

General  construction  28 

Individual  figure  problems  26 

Fitting  and  size  24 

Buying,  selecting,  care  18 

Financial  problems  12 
Remodeling,  altering,  repairing  7 

Sewing  equipment  h 

Time  for  sewing  3 

It  was  sometimes  difficult  to  make  specific  classification  of  problems. 
There  was  also  some  overlapping  of  problems.  For  example,  children's 
clothing  was  mentioned  in  connection  with  planning,  budgeting,  or  buying,  and 
patterns  were  mentioned  in  several  places.  A  more  detailed  explanation  of 
the  various  problems  follows: 

General  construction:  In  the  area  of  general  construction,  sewing 
techniques  was  mentioned  by  18  percent  of  those  naming  problems,  and  tailor- 
ing by  8  percent.  Problems  in  techniques  ranged  from  making  buttonholes  to 
tailoring  suits  or  coats.  The  majority  of  construction  problems  centered 
around  general  sewing  -  use  of  patterns  and  single  techniques  such  as  zippers, 
collars,  sleeves,  belts,  and  buttonholes.  A  small  number  mentioned  such  items 
such  as  shortcuts,  and  wanting  to  make  more  professional-looking  garments. 

Individual  figure  problems:  Members  recognized  problems  relating  to 
their  own  and  to  girls '  figures  to  a  greater  extent  than  to  men  and  boys  in 
the  family.  Odd  sizes,  half  sizes,  clothes  with  "style"  for  mature  women, 
and  the  lack  of  standard  sizes  by  different  manufacturers  were  problems  in 
this  area.  Those  who  were  overweight,  who  were  long  or  short  waisted,  tall 
and  thin,  said  they  had  trouble  finding  clothes  to  fit.  Those  who  were  small 
found  it  hard  to  buy  clothes  that  did  not  look  too  youthful. 

Sleeve  lengths  for  long  arms  were  a  problem  in  mens'  and  boys'  clothing. 
Many  said  it  was  difficult  to  find  garments  long  enough  to  fit  tall  thin 
family  members. 

Fitting  and  size:  Fitting  in  making  clothes  and  in  buying  and  altering 
readymades  was  a  problem  for  about  one-fourth  of  those  naming  problems. 
Women  who  sewed  often  found  it  hard  to  fit  themselves,  as  well  as  to  alter 
readymade  garments.  Other  problems  in  fitting  related  to  individual  figure 
needs,  as  discussed  previously. 

1/  Based  on  the  number  with  children  under  20  years  of  age  living  at  home. 


-  5  - 


Pattern  alteration  was  mentioned  "by  12  percent  of  those  who  named 
problems.   The  women  seemed  to  find  it  hard  to  adjust  patterns  for  themselves 
and  their  daughters,  and  occasionally  for  small  boys.  A  few  wanted  help  with 
patterns  for  mens'  and  boys'  shirts. 

Buying,  selection,  care:   Buying  readymades,  fabrics,  and  selection  of 
suitable  styles  and  colors  were  named  in  that  order  as  problems  in  buying. 
Care  of  fabrics  was  recognized  and  named  less  often  as  a  problem  than  other 
items  in  this  study. 

Financial  problems:   Planning  and  budgeting  and  not  enough  money,  were 
of  concern  to  one  in  eight  of  those  with  problems.   Planning  clothing  to 
meet  family  needs  on  limited  budgets  was  stated  as  their  major  problem  by 
some  of  the  homemakers. 

Remodeling,  altering,  and  repairing^,  Almost  all  of  the  women  who 
mentioned  this  as  a  problem  were  those  who  had  children  at  home.   They  often 
wanted  to  know  how  to  make  over  clothing  that  had  been  outgrown,  or  that  had 
been  given  to  the  family. 

Children's  clothing:   Twenty- seven  percent  of  the  members  with  children 
said  they  had  problems  in  clothing  their  families.   Fourteen  percent  of  the 
members  without  children  at  home  said  they  had  problems.  A  higher  proportion 
of  those  with  children  under  15  years  of  age  said  they  had  problems  than 
those  with  children  15  -  19* 

Many  of  the  women  did  not  specify  their  problems.   For  example,  when 
replies  were  in  general  terms  of  family  wardrobe  planning,  budgeting,  and 
buying,  there  were  usually  children  in  the  family.  Also,  when  problems  were 
specifically  mentioned  in  the  area  of  children's  clothing,  ages  were  not 
always  stated. 

1.  Special  figure  problems  and  fitting:   Tall,  thin,  chubby, 
round  shoulders,  rapid  growth,  odd  sizes,  small  waist  lines, 
long  arms  and  legs,  and  others.  A  higher  percent  of  those 
naming  problems  in  fitting  were  those  with  children  in  the  age 
groups  5  through  l4  years.  These  were  problems  in  buying 
readymades  and  in  making  clothes  at  home. 

2.  Buying  problems:  Lack  of  standard  sizes',  suitability,  desire 
of  children  to  conform  to  others,  pleasing  teenagers,  were 
named  in  this  area.  There  were  no  differences  by  age  groups 
of  children  except  that  those  with  children  15  —  19  named 
problems  in  buying  to  a  greater  extent  than  those  with 
children  under  5  years  of  age. 

3-  Remodeling  and  altering:   Making  over  clothes  for  younger 
children  and  remodeling  for  fast- growing  youngsters  were 
mentioned  often. 

h.     Pattern  alteration:  Lack  of  standard  sizes  for  children  and 
in-between  sizes  seemed  the  outstanding  problem  in  this  area. 
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5.  Financing:  Almost  four  times  as  many  with  children 

mentioned  financial  problems  as  those  without  children.  Of 
those  who  mentioned  financial  problems,  the  highest 
proportion  had  twee  or  more  children. 

The  following  discussion  is  based  on  an  analysis  of  clothing  problems  as 
related  to  selected  social  and  economic  characteristics  of  members  and  their 
families. 

Problems  by  Place  of  Residence 

There  was  no  difference  in  the  proportions  of  women  saying  they  had 
problems  by  place  of  residence.  There  were  some  minor  variations  in  the 
types  of  problems  named.  They  are  as  follows: 


Problem 

:  Farm 

: Rural 
: nonf arm 

: Urban 

Fitting  and  size 
Buying,  selecting,  care 
General  construction 
Financial  problems 

21 
15 
27 
13 

18 
22 
26 

14 

28 

9 

25 

7 

The  above  table  shows  that  urban  women  recognized  problems  in  fitting 
and  size  to  a  greater  extent  than  farm  and  rural  nonf arm  members.  Buying  and 
selecting  were  more  of  a  problem  for  farm  and  rural  nonfarm  than  for  urban 
members.  In  the  other  areas  the  differences  were  not  significant  in  this 
study. 


Problems  Related  to  Ages  of  Members 

Problems  in  clothing  families  were  recognized  to  a  greater  extent  by 
women  in  the  30  -  ^9  year  age  group  than  by  those  in  other  age  groups.  The 
following  percentages  in  the  different  age  groups  said  they  had  problems: 

Age  Group  Percent 

Under  30  20 

30  -  39  33 

ko   -  k9  26 

50  -  59  17 

60  and  over  12 

There  were  some  variations  in  the  types  of  problems  named  by  members  of 
different  ages.  A  higher  proportion  of  those  ko   and  over  considered  fitting 
and  size  as  problems  than  those  under  ko   years  of  age.  Those  most  concerned 
about  fitting  and  size  for  themselves  were  50  years  of  age  and  over.  Women 
under  30  years  old,  and  ko   and  over  said  they  had  problems  in  making  clothes 
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to  a  greater  extent  than  those  30-39  years  old.  Those  30-49  years  of  age 
named  problems  in  financing  to  a  greater  extent  than  those  in  other  age 
groups. 

Problems  Related  to  Income  of  Members'  Families 

The  following  percentages  reported  problems  according  to  income 
levels : 

Income  level  Percentage 

Less  $2,500  20 

2,500  -  4,999  25 

5,000  -  6,999  31 

7,000  and  over  24 

There  was  a  gradual  rise  in  the  recognition  of  problems  up  to  the  $7,000 
level.  Apparently  when  the  income  level  was  less  than  $2,500  or  $7,000  and 
over,  problems  were  not  recognized  to  as  great  extent  as  by  those  in  the 
other  income  groups. 

Those  with  less  than  $1, 500  of  income  reported  problems  in  fitting  and 
size  to  a  greater  extent  than  those  in  other  income  groups.  There  were  no 
differences  in  the  groups  above  $1,500.  Those  with  less  than  $1,500  were 
lowest  and  those  with  $1, 500  to  $2, 500  were  highest  in  recognizing  problems 
in  buying,  selecting,  and  care  of  clothing.  Those  whose  family  incomes  were 
in  the  $1, 500  to  $3, 500  level  were  highest  in  naming  problems  in  clothing 
construction.  Those  with  incomes  of  less  than  $2,500  mentioned  financial 
problems  to  a  greater  extent  than  those  with  incomes  $2,500  and  over. 

Clothing  Problems  Related  to  Educational  Level  of  the  Member 

Nineteen  percent  of  those  with  less  than  4  years  of  high  school  educa- 
tion said  they  had  problems  in  clothing  their  families,  as  compared  with 
25  percent  of  those  with  4  years  of  high  school  or  more.  Variations  as  to 
types  of  problems  were  as  follows: 

A  higher  percentage  of  those  with  less  than  4  years  of  high  school 
education  said  they  were  concerned  with  fitting  clothes  than  those  with  4 
years  or  more  of  high  school  education.  Those  with  4  years  or  more  of 
college  education  recognized  problems  in  buying,  selecting,  and  care  to  a 
greater  extent  than  those  with  less  education.  A  higher  percentage  of  those 
with  less  than  4  years  of  high  school  education  named  problems  in  construct- 
ion than  those  with  4  years  of  high  school  education  or  more.  There  was  no 
difference  by  educational  level  in  the  recognition  of  financial  problems. 

Problems  Related  to  Employment  Status  of  Homemaker 

Whether  or  not  a  woman  worked,  did  not  seem  to  influence  the  recog- 
nition of  clothing  problems.  The  numbers  were  too  small  in  the  subclasses  of 
problems  to  have  any  significance. 
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INFORMATION  WANTED  ON  CLOTHING  PROBLEMS 

If  members  had  problems  in  clothing  and  described  the  problems,  they 
were  asked  to  name  problems  on  which  they  wanted  information.  Fifty-four 
percent  of  those  who  named  problems  said  they  would  like  to  have  more  informa- 
tion on  one  or  more  of  the  problems  they  named.  Their  replies  are  shown  as 
follows  on  kinds  of  information  wanted. 

Information  wanted  Percent 


Construction 

33 

Sewing  techniques 

22 

Tailoring 

11 

Fitting  and  size 

23 

Pattern  alteration  and  use 

15 

Fitting 

8 

Buying,  selecting,  care 

21 

Readymades 

8 

Fabrics 

7 

Color,  style,  suitability 

k 

Other 

2 

Individual  figure  problems 

7 

Remodeling,  altering 

7 

Sewing  machine  use 

k 

Finances 

3 

The  reader  will  need  to  keep  in  mind  that  only  those  who  named  problems 
in  clothing  the  family  were  asked  to  say  if  they  wanted  information.  There- 
fore, the  percentages  asking  for  information  are  not  based  on  the  total 
number  in  the  study.  The  types  of  information  wanted  were  for  the  most  part 
closely  related  to  the  problems  named.  This  was  generally  true  for  the  total 
group  and  by  the  different  characteristics  of  the  women.  For  example,  those 
with  more  education  recognized  certain  problems  and  also  wanted  information 
on  those  problems.  A  comparison  of  problems  and  information  wanted  is  shown 
in  the  following  tabulation: 

Percent   Percent  wanting 
Type  of  problem  naming     information 

General  construction 
Children's  clothing 
Individual  figure  problems 
Fitting  and  size 
Buying,  selecting,  care 
Problems  in  financing 
Remodeling,  altering,  repairing 
Sewing  equipment 
Time  for  sewing 

1/  No  calculations  were  made  on  this  due  to  lack  of  specific  replies. 
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28 

33 

27 

1/ 

26 

7 

2k 

23 

18 

21 

12 

3 

7 

7 

k 

k 

3 

- 

Some  observations  on  the  proportion  wanting  information  may  be  of 
interest  to  the  reader,  since  46  percent  of  those  naming  problems  did  not 
indicate  a  desire  for  more  information.  Comments  from  some  of  the  homemakers 
ran  like  "I  don't  think  my  home  agent  can  help  me  with  getting  sleeves  to  fit 
long  arms/'  "I  think  the  manufacturers  are  the  ones  who  will  have  to  do  some- 
thing about  sizes/'  "I  just  can't  get  to  the  large  shopping  centers  where  I 
could  buy  the  kinds  of  clothes  I  need  for  the  family,"  or  "If  I  had  enough 
money,  I  could  take  care  of  these  problems."  Do  these  remarks  indicate  that 
some  homemakers  did  not  express  a  desire  for  more  information  because  they 
thought  the .home  agent  could  offer  no  help  for  their  particular  problems? 

This  study  of  home  demonstration  members  should  be  compared  with 
research  done  on  segments  of  the  total  population  in  order  to  do  countywide 
program  planning. 

Information  from  this  study  provides  clues  that  suggest  further  probing 
by  the  home  demonstration  agent  to  define  more  specifically  the  clothing 
needs  of  families  in  her  county. 


TITLES  OF  OTHER  REPORTS  ON  THIS  STUDY 

These  are  the  Women  Who  are  Members  of  Home  Demonstration  Organizations 
in  the  United  States,  ESC  528. 

Satisfactions  and  Concerns  of  Mothers  Who  are  Home  Demonstration  Members, 
ESC  527. 

Home  Demonstration  Members  Report  Problems  in  Feeding  the  Family,  ESC  526. 

Housing  Changes  Planned  and  Information  Wanted,  ESC  525* 


Cooperative  Extension  Work:  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture 
and  State  Land  Grant  Colleges  and  Universities  Cooperating. 


-  10  - 


